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The	aim	of	 the	present	article	 is	 to	provide	an	overview	of	 the	 current	 state	of	affairs	 regarding	 foreign	 language	
education	and	bilingual	education	in	the	different	parts	of	Belgium.	In	a	brief	historical	contextualisation,	we	explain	
how	language	education	in	Belgium	has	been	shaped	by	the	country’s	political	and	economic	history,	which	has	led	to	
legal	 constraints	 concerning	 the	 language(s)	 of	 instruction	 as	 well	 as	 foreign	 language	 education.	 A	 paradoxical	
situation	 has	 now	 emerged:	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 an	 apparently	 straightforward	 organisation	 of	 language	 education	
according	to	a	‘one	community	–	one	language’	principle;	on	the	other	hand,	a	complex	and	heterogeneous	reality	with	
respect	to	the	organisation	of	 the	school	system	in	general	and	 language	education	 in	particular.	We	illustrate	the	
present	situation	with	figures	from	the	different	language	communities	(Dutch-,	French-,	and	German-	speaking)	on	
(a)	foreign	languages	learned	at	school	in	regular	settings,	and	(b)	alternatives	to	the	regular	framework	that	bypass	





Dutch-language	 Belgian	 daily	 newspapers.	 The	 rectors	 of	 two	 universities	 in	 Brussels	 (one	 French-
speaking,	 the	 other	Dutch-speaking)	expressed	 their	 determination	 to	 overcome	any	 legal	 obstacles	 in	
order	to	start	up	a	multilingual	school	in	the	capital	of	Belgium	as	soon	as	possible,	where	students	would	
be	taught	in	French,	Dutch,	and	English.	Since	this	capital	is	officially	bilingual	and	situated	in	a	country	









federal	 structure	 is	 based	 on	 three	 Regions	 and	 three	 Communities,	 each	 having	 distinct	 areas	 of	




officially	 bilingual,	 and	 Wallonia	 in	 the	 south	 (Région	 wallonne,	 3,624,377	 inhabitants),	 considered	
monolingual	French,	except	for	the	eastern	part,	where	German	is	the	official	language.	Unlike	the	Regions,	





































2011,11	 the	 Prime	 Minister	 promised	 to	 improve	 his	 knowledge	 of	 Dutch	 to	 symbolically	 affirm	 his	
openness	 towards	 the	 Dutch-speaking	 Community	 and	his	willingness	 to	 be	 the	 Prime	Minister	 of	 all	
Belgians.	 







of	 1963	 on	 language	 use	 in	 education12	 stipulates	 that	 the	 only	 language	 of	 instruction	 should	 be	 the	
language(s)	of	the	Region	(Witte	and	Van	Velthoven	2010).	Bringing	different	pieces	of	the	institutional	
jigsaw	puzzle	together,	this	means	that	in	the	Flemish	Region,	education	is	organised	by	the	Dutch-speaking	





In	Brussels,	 the	 fact	 that	both	Language	Communities	 share	responsibility	does	not	mean	 that	 they	co-
organise	education,	but	rather	that	there	are	two	parallel	systems	from	pre-school	through	to	university,	
one	in	Dutch	and	one	in	French.	Based	on	a	regulation	from	1914	concerning	the	‘freedom	of	the	head	of	
the	 family’	 (‘la	 liberté	du	père	de	 famille’;	 for	details,	 see	Deprez	et	al.	1982;	Treffers-Daller	2002),	all	























approximately),	 followed	 by	 six	 years	 of	 primary	 school,	 numbered	 from	 Years	 1–6	 (age	 6–12	
approximately),	 and	 ending	with	 at	 least	 six	 years	 of	 secondary	 education	 (Years	 1–6),	 with	 different	
general,	vocational	or	technical	streams.	Education	is	compulsory	from	primary	school	until	the	age	of	18,	
but	can	be	part-time	in	vocational	programmes.	Each	Language	Community	also	has	an	intricate	system	of	
educational	 networks,	 with	 public	 State-run	 education	 (guaranteeing	 philosophical	 and	 religious	
neutrality18),	 subsidised	public	 schools	organised	by	cities,	municipalities	or	provinces,	and	subsidised	
private	education	based	on	religious	 (mainly	Catholic)	and	pedagogical	principles	 (Montessori,	Freinet,	
Steiner,	etc.).	They	are	all	 allowed	 to	 have	 their	 own	 specific	 curriculum	as	 long	as	 it	 is	 validated	 and	
recognised	by	the	Education	ministry	and	complies	with	language	legislation	and	other	types	of	legislation.	
Shortage	 of	 space	means	 that	we	 cannot	 go	 into	 further	 detail	 regarding	 the	 differences	 between	 the	
networks.	 








Regardless	 of	 the	 commonalities,	 the	 main	 difference	 between	 the	 Language	 Communities	 lies	 in	 the	
amount	of	FL	teaching	a	week,	the	age	of	onset	of	FL	learning	and	the	choice	of	foreign	language(s).	Table	
1	summarises	the	different	scenarios	regarding	language	of	instruction	and	FL	education,	excluding	any	
additional	 language	 courses	 outside	 the	 regular	 school	 timetable	 (Chinese,	 Romanian,	 Italian,	 Turkish,	
Polish,	...	in	schools	of	the	French-speaking	Community).	 
We	will	 start	 by	 describing	 the	 smallest	 (German-speaking)	 Community,	 with	 the	 most	 intensive	 FL	





and	 Darquennes	 2015;	 Bouillon	 2018;	 Darquennes	 2013;	 Greten	 2008).	 The	 German	 Community’s	
language	policy	is	deliberately	aimed	at	supporting	German	as	a	Community	language,	while	guaranteeing	
that	pupils	will	be	integrated	into	the	wider	Walloon	Region	and	will	have	access	to	higher	education,	which	
is	 available	 mainly	 in	 French	 in	 the	 surrounding	 area	 (Bouillon	 2018).	 Multilingualism	 is	 therefore	









in	French.	This	 is	not	 considered	bilingual	education,	 though	 this	way	of	 teaching	subjects	 through	 the	

























































at	particular	points	 in	 time.31	This	means	 that	 today	pupils	 can	alternate	between	one	FL	and	another,	
although	this	is	not	encouraged.	The	1998	decree32	stipulates	a	minimum	of	2	h	a	week	for	Years	5	and	6	














speaking	 Community),	 which	we	 compiled	 and	 analysed,	 confirm	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 shed	 a	 more	














(−9.3%),	 whereas	 English	 progresses	 from	 50.9%	 to	 59.3%.	 Figures	 cited	 by	 Vandeputte	 (1979,	 63)	









English.	 In	Walloon	Brabant,	 the	 province	with	 the	 longest	 border	with	 Flemish	Brabant	 and	 situated	
closest	to	Brussels,	nearly	three-quarters	of	pupils	chose	Dutch	FL1	in	2009–2010	and	the	figure	was	still	
67.6%	 in	2015–2016.	At	 the	other	end	of	 the	spectrum,	 the	province	of	Luxembourg,	 in	 the	south-east	
corner	 of	 the	country,	 close	 to	 the	German	and	 Luxembourg	 border,	 has	 the	 lowest	 rate	 of	Dutch	FL1	










the	 demographically	 and	economically	 dominant	majority.	Dutch	 is	 often	 perceived	as	an	 unattractive,	
regional	and	fairly	difficult	language.	This	is	the	case	nowadays	(De	Smet	et	al.	2019)	and	has	been	so	for	a	
long	time	(du	Ry	1962;	Vandeputte	1979;	Mettewie	1998;	Lochtman,	Lutjeharms,	and	Kermarrec	2005;	
Mettewie	and	 Janssens	2007).	These	negative	attitudes	 towards	 the	 language	of	 the	 ‘other’	 community	
seem	to	go	along	with	a	polarised	political	and	media	system	in	terms	of	an	‘us’	against	‘them’	discourse,	
which	was	 particularly	 evident	 during	 the	 political	 crisis	 of	 2010–2011	 (Mettewie	 2015).	While	 some	
(Deborsu	and	De	Wit	2014,	110–111)	have	suggested	that	the	recent	drop	in	Dutch	FL1	choice	is	linked	to	
that	political	context,	only	circumstantial	evidence	supports	this	claim.	However,	both	the	French-	and	the	
Dutch-speaking	communities	could	have	a	 responsibility	and	a	 role	 to	play	 in	creating	a	more	positive	
image	and	discourse	on	 the	 ‘other’	 language	and	 its	Community.	This	would	help	both	French	FL1	and	
Dutch	FL1	teachers	in	their	struggle	to	teach	the	language	of	the	‘other’	community,	as	already	suggested	
by	du	Ry	in	1962.33	 
To	 stop	 this	 decrease	 of	 Dutch	 as	 a	 FL1,	 the	 question	 is	 regularly	 raised	 about	 making	 Dutch	 FL1	
compulsory	 in	Wallonia.	We	will	not	go	 into	 the	symbolic	pros	and	cons,	or	 the	economic	relevance	of	
having	all	pupils	 taught	 sufficient	and	effective	Dutch	FL1,	or	 the	realistic	 language	outcomes,	but	will	
simply	point	out	a	practical	matter.	If	Dutch	FL1	were	to	be	made	compulsory	in	Wallonia,	the	need	for	











intended	 to	 significantly	 improve	 the	 education	 system	 (Pacte	 d’excellence),	 proposes	 to	 start	 (a)	 FL	
learning	in	Year	1	of	primary	school	in	Brussels	and	Year	3	for	all	schools	in	Wallonia	with	a	possibility	to	





In	 a	 nutshell,	 French-medium	 schools	 benefit	 from	 significant	 freedom	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 languages	 they	
choose	to	offer	as	first,	second	and	third	FL.	There	has	been	a	notable	drop	in	popularity	for	Dutch	FL1	in	
favour	 of	 English,	 though	 the	 situation	 fluctuates	 throughout	 the	 provinces.	 The	 French-speaking	
Community	has	plans	to	reinforce	FL	learning	as	a	whole	(Anckaert	2018),	but	whether	these	plans	will	











of	EU	staff37	 in	Belgium,	and	 there	are	some	 international	 schools	 in	and	around	Brussels,	 such	as	 the	
German,	British	and	Scandinavian	international	schools	and	the	Lycée	français.	Moreover,	Belgium	would	








As	 indicated	 above,	 schools	 within	 the	 German-speaking	 Community	 have	 in	 principle	 German,	 the	




a	 target	 language	matches	 the	 definition	 of	 the	 European	 supported	 type	 of	 bilingual	 education:	 CLIL	
(content	and	language	integrated	learning,	Eurydice	2006).	According	to	the	Ministry	of	Education,	this	
kind	 of	 ‘intensive’	FL	 programme	exists	 in	 8	 out	 of	 the	 9	 secondary	 schools,	 but	 figures	 for	 the	 pupils	
involved	were	unavailable	and	were	said	to	fluctuate	a	lot.39	At	primary	level,	none	of	the	56	schools	has	
currently	 implemented	content	 teaching	 in	French,	but	the	Ministry	of	Education	 intends	 to	encourage	
schools	to	start	these	programmes.	It	should	be	noted	that	there	is	one	exception	at	pre-school/primary	




To	 sum	 up,	 bilingual	 education	 is	 not	 actually	 mentioned	 in	 the	 legislation	 and	 yet	 is	 allowed	 at	 all	





















to	 enable	 them	 to	 pursue	 their	 education.	 However,	 these	 so-called	 transmutation	 classes	 were	 not	
successful	 and	were	 seen	as	an	 attempt	 to	 ‘frenchify’	even	more	 the	Dutch-speaking	 population	 of	 the	










CLIL	 in	 Flanders	 is	 (a)	 governed	 by	 strict	 regulations,	 involving	 extensive	 application	 and	monitoring	
procedures41	 and	 (b)	 restricted	 to	 secondary	 education	 for	 a	maximum	 of	 20%	 of	 the	 curriculum	 (in	
addition	to	regular	FL	classes)	in	order	to	ensure	instruction	of	and	in	Dutch	and	with	the	guarantee	that	a	




just	 six	 years’	 time.	 Figures	 indicate	 that	 the	 highest	 number	 of	 schools	 is	 in	West	 and	East	 Flanders,	
whereas	the	lowest	is	 in	Brussels	and	around	the	capital	region	(Flemish	Brabant).	The	available	 list	of	
schools42	 indicates	 that	CLIL	 is	organised	at	all	 levels	of	 secondary	school	and	 in	all	 the	general	 tracks	
leading	to	higher	education	(ASO),	as	well	as	in	at	least	a	third	of	the	schools	offering	vocational,	technical	
or	artistic	education	(BSO,	TSO,	KSO).	 
The	 target	 languages	 legally	authorised	 for	CLIL	 in	Dutch-medium	schools	are	French	and	German,	 the	
other	two	national	languages,	as	well	as	English.	Schools	are	allowed	to	offer	more	than	one	CLIL	language.	
Although	the	latest	figures	available	are	unclear	about	the	number	of	subjects	and	the	classes	in	which	

















































(ETIC),	 indicate	 that	 in	2015–2016,	289	schools	organised	CLIL	 (169	at	preschool/primary	and	120	at	






75%	at	pre-school/primary	 level	or	25%	to	40%	at	 secondary	 level.	Although	schools	 regularly	 report	
drop-outs,47	these	percentages	of	CLIL	classes	imply	that	pupils	can	have	a	minimum	of	four	years	of	CLIL	
and	a	maximum	of	11	years	by	the	end	of	their	education,	with	different	degrees	of	exposure.	Different	
systems	 exist	 at	 primary	 level,	 as	 schools	 can	 opt	 to	 start	with	 a	 large	 number	 of	 hours	 in	 the	 target	
language,	 decreasing	 over	 time	 in	 favour	 of	 French	 (75%–50%–25%),	 or	 vice	 versa,	 or	 for	 an	 evenly	
balanced	spread	of	French	and	the	CLIL	language.	This	excludes	classes	of	religion,	ethics	or	citizenship,	
which	are	to	be	given	in	the	only	official	language	of	instruction	(French);	any	other	subject	can	be	taught	




















a	 cause	 of	 concern	 (Szmalec	 et	 al.	 in	 preparation).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 there	 is	 no	 official	 and	 formal	
recognition	of	the	higher	level	of	acquisition	of	the	target	language(s),	which	is	often	seen	by	pupils	and	
teachers	as	unfair,	given	the	extra	effort	they	put	in	across	their	CLIL	curriculum.	 




freedom	 is	 a	 stumbling	 block,	 as	 it	makes	 it	 very	 difficult	 to	 issue	 guidelines,	 identify	milestones	 and	


































































































































































































































































Where? Flemish Region & 
Brussels Cap. Reg. 
Walloon Region & 
Brussels Cap. Reg. 
German area, within 
Walloon Region 
Language of 
instruction* Dutch French German 
1st ‘foreign’ 
language – only 
during FLL classes 




German / Spanish 
Dutch / English / 
German / Spanish / 
Italian / Russian 
English / 
Dutch / Spanish 
* except for municipalities with ‘facilities’ 
** compulsory in Brussels and municipalities with 'facilities' 
  
 
Table 2: Distribution of the FL1 in French-medium secondary schools, comparison 2009-10 vs. 2015-16. 
 
Secondary 
Education   Tot N   Dutch %   German %   English %   No FL1 %   
    09-10 15-16 09-10 15-16 ≠ 09-10 15-16 ≠ 09-10 15-16 ≠ 09-10 15-16 ≠ 
all years Bxl + Wall 340.972 354.964 49,0 44,8 -4,2 1,3 1,2 -0,1 31,9 36,9 5,0 17,8 17,1 -0,7 
                  
  Bxl 71.811 77.115 88,0 88,2 0,1 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,6 0,6 0,0 11,4 11,2 -0,2 
  Wall 269.161 277.849 38,6 32,8 -5,8 1,6 1,6 -0,1 40,3 47,0 6,7 19,5 18,7 -0,8 
                  
Wall/province Brabant Wall 29.156 29.919 73,5 67,6 -6,0 0,0  0,0 18,2 25,4 7,2 8,3 7,1 -1,2 
  Hainaut 100.103 103.070 44,1 38,3 -5,8 0,0  0,0 33,0 40,6 7,6 22,9 21,1 -1,8 
  Namur 40.713 42.098 43,7 34,9 -8,8 0,0 0,0 0,0 32,9 42,0 9,1 18,4 23,1 4,7 
  Liège 74.775 77.284 22,3 18,1 -4,2 4,9 4,5 -0,4 56,1 60,0 3,9 16,7 17,4 0,6 
  Luxembourg 24.414 25.478 15,8 10,7 -5,2 3,0 3,3 0,2 60,5 66,6 6,1 20,7 19,5 -1,2 
                
1st year only Bxl + Wall 60.426 57.039 57,8 50,3 -7,5 1,6 1,5 0,0 39,3 45,7 6,3 1,3 2,6 1,2 
                  
  Bxl 13.729 13.117 96,9 94,9 -2,1 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 3,1 5,1 2,1 
  Wall 46.697 43.922 46,3 37,0 -9,3 2,0 2,0 0,0 50,9 59,3 8,4 0,9 1,8 0,9 
                  
Wall/province Brabant Wall 5.224 4.780 78,4 70,5 -7,9 0,0 0,0 0,0 20,8 28,5 7,7 0,7 1,0 0,3 
  Hainaut 17.542 16.259 56,4 46,5 -9,9 0,0 0,0 0,0 43,2 52,4 9,2 0,4 1,1 0,8 
  Namur 6.570 6.331 54,3 40,2 -14,2 0,0 0,0 0,0 42,4 55,6 13,2 3,3 4,3 1,0 
  Liège 13.072 12.396 24,9 18,4 -6,5 5,6 5,5 -0,1 69,5 75,0 5,5 0,0 1,1 1,0 
  Luxembourg 4.289 4.156 18,5 11,5 -7,0 4,8 4,5 -0,2 75,4 80,4 5,0 1,3 3,6 2,3 
                  
Source: Analyses based on data from ETNIC, Services statistiques de la Communauté française. 
 
Table 3: Distribution of the FL1, FL2 and FL3 in German-, Dutch- and French-medium secondary schools. 
 
 FL1 FL2 FL3 
German-sp. area    
1st year Fr Eng  
2nd year Fr Eng  
3rd year Fr Eng Du 
4th year Fr Eng Du 
5th year Fr Eng Du / Sp 
6th year Fr Eng Du / Sp 




   
1st year Fr Eng  
2nd year Fr Eng  
3rd year Fr Eng  
4th year Fr Eng  
5th year Fr Eng Ger / Sp 
6th year Fr Eng Ger / Sp 
    
French-sp. area 
Brussels    
1st year Du / none   
2nd year Du / none   
3rd year Du / none Eng  
4th year Du / none Eng  
5th year Du / none Eng / Ger / Sp / (It) Ger / Sp / It / Ru 
6th year Du / none Eng / Ger / Sp / (It) Ger / Sp / It / Ru 
    
French-sp. area 
Wallonia    
1st year Eng / Du / Ger / none   
2nd year Eng / Du / Ger / none   
3rd year Eng / Du / Ger / none 
Du / Eng / Ger / Sp / 
(It)  
4th year Eng / Du / Ger / none 
Du / Eng / Ger / Sp / 
(It)  
5th year Eng / Du / Ger / none Du / Eng / Ger / Sp / It 
Du  / Ger / Sp / It / 
Ru 
6th year Eng / Du / Ger / none Du / Eng / Ger / Sp / It 
Du  / Ger / Sp / It / 
Ru 
    




Table 4: Evolution of the CLIL programs in the Dutch-speaking Community since the start in 2014, split up by 
province. 
 
 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 
West-Vlaanderen 7 13 20 27 34 43 
Oost-Vlaanderen 7 9 17 24 30 37 
Antwerpen 3 7 8 11 15 17 
Limburg 5 7 9 9 11 13 
Vlaams-Brabant 1 4 5 8 9 10 
Brussel 1 1 1 2 2 4 
New schools / 
year 24 17 19 21 20 23 
Total 24 41 60 81 101 124 
Source: Ministry of Education (July 2019) - https://onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/nl/clil-content-and-language-
integrated-learning#Bottom [retrieved 19-08-2019]. 
  
 
Table 5: Evolution of the number of schools offering CLIL programs in the French-speaking Community from 
the start in 1998 until 2015-16, split up by educational level.  
 
 (Pre-)primary Secondary Total  
98-99 3 0 3 
99-00 8 3 11 
00-01 18 4 22 
01-02 28 4 32 
02-03 37 4 41 
03-04 41 9 50 
04-05 62 14 76 
05-06 92 40 132 
06-07 109 53 162 
07-08 118 62 180 
08-09 131 76 207 
09-10 141 87 228 
10-11 156 97 253 
11-12 159 109 268 
12-13 167 *  
13-14 171 114 285 
14-15 155 *  
15-16 169 120 292 
* No data available for 2012-13 and 2014-15 for secondary schools. 
  
Table 6: Overview of starting moments, number of CLIL hours and percentages CLIL in weekly timetables. 
 
Level Year Starting age Number CLIL h/week Total h/week % CLIL 
Kindergarten 3rd ±5 8 < 21 28 28 < 75% 
Primary 1st ±6 8 < 21 28 28 < 75% 
 3rd ±8 8 < 18* 28 28 < 64% 
Secondary 1st ±12 8 < 13** 32 25 < 40% 
 3rd ±14 8 < 13** 32 or 36 25 < 40% 
* Including regular FL classes from 5th grade on. 




Table 7: Distribution of the schools in 2015-16, split up by target language and province (N = 289). 
 
CLIL in English German Dutch N 
  (Pre-)Primary  
Brussels   8 8 
Brabant wall. 9  25 34 
Hainaut 20  38 58 
Namur 7  19 26 
Liège 9 5 20 34 
Luxembourg 1 1 7 9 
Total 46 6 117 169 
  Secondary   
Brussels 2  20 22 
Brab. wallon 2  11 13 
Hainaut 10  18 28 
Namur 7  13 20 
Liège 12 4 11 27 
Luxembourg 4  6 10 
Total 37 4 79 120 






Table 8: Distribution of the CLIL target languages amongst CLIL pupils in 2015-16, split up by education level, 
expressed in percentages (N = 29.041). 
 
 Kindergarten Primary Secondary Total % n = 
English 30,37 23,29 37,53 30,49 8.856 
German 4,04 4,06 5,96 4,94 1.436 
Dutch 65,59 72,64 56,51 64,56 18.749 
Source: Statistical services Ministry of Education (ETNIC) – our analyses. 
 
 
 
